This paper compares and contrasts the current attitudes towards, awareness of and take-up of eLearning in large and small organizations and outlines the implications for human resource development (HRD) professionals. An in-depth study was conducted in Ireland with a number of large multinational organizations and a number of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the engineering, electronics, aerospace, pharmaceutical and medical device sectors. The study focused on awareness, perceptions, technology support infrastructure, current and planned involvement, most frequent and most preferred methods of delivery, benefits, barriers, the motivational factors and overall attitudes to eLearning. The comparison describes a number of similarities and a number of differences both within the large organization sector and within the SME sector and between the two sectors. Finally, the implications for HRD professionals are discussed.
Issues survey of 1,000 executives from operations in North America, Europe and Asia, four areas in which eLearning could be effectively applied are:
1. Retention: Research shows a remarkable correlation between training and retention. Employees who say they have access to the training that they need to be successful are more than twice as likely to expect to be with the company in two years. 2. Employee attitudes and culture: Those same employees with access to the right training are six times more likely to think that their firm is a 'great place to work'. 3. Improved workforce performance: Based on the analysis of more than 60,000 professionals, 85 per cent believed that training had resulted in at least a moderate increase in their skills or knowledge, and 53 per cent attributed a significant increase in productivity to training. 4. Customer service: Research studies at Ford Motor Credit and a number of other recent studies found a direct correlation between customer satisfaction scores and workforce attitudes about training and development, teamwork, workload and job satisfaction.
Finally there are a number of key differences between the implications in large and small organizations that are discussed in the following sections.
eLearning in Large and Small Organizations
There has been much published on eLearning in the corporate sector (Masie, 2001; Bonk, 2002; Garavan and O'Donnell, 2003; Sambrook, 2004; Skillsoft, 2004; Blocker, 2005) Bonk's 2002 survey received over 200 corporate respondents and was focused on web-based training practices, experiences, tool preferences, instructional approaches, assessment methods, obstacles and support structures. Some of the key findings included:
. Respondents were primarily interested in Web-based learning as it increased access to learning (86 per cent). Two-thirds of respondents noted that growth in employee skills, ability to track learner progress through a learning management system and increased job performance were key reasons for their interest. . Most organizations were using Web-based learning as an alternative to instructorled courses (66 per cent) or as a supplement to traditional instructor-led training courses (53 per cent). About one quarter used it as a follow-up to live instruction. One in five used the Web as the sole source for learning. . Commercial courseware was deemed highly useful by 66 per cent of respondents and was actually used by 57 per cent of their organizations. . The primary cultural or organizational obstacle to Web-based learning, according to the respondents, was the perception of high cost (44 per cent).
Other serious cultural/organizational inhibitors to Web-based teaching and learning included instructor time to prepare courses (36 per cent), resistance to technology (33 per cent), the lack of organizational support (32 per cent), difficulty measuring ROI (27 per cent) and a lack of training on how to use the Web (25 per cent).
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. Both lack of time (46 per cent) and lack of incentives (29 per cent) were key reasons cited as to why learners dropped online courses. While poorly designed courses were mentioned by 17 per cent of respondents, only 2 per cent indicated that costs inhibited course completion.
According to Blocker (2005) , eLearning assists in keeping employees' skills current to help bottom-line performance and many organizations are looking to embrace eLearning as a means to ensure regulatory training. Attitude to, awareness of and take-up of eLearning in SMEs is significantly lower than in large organizations, as outlined by Brown et al. (2004) . Research by Tansy Webster (2002) on accessibility of training for SMEs in Ireland identified the following barriers to access: affordability (42 per cent); lack of local availability (25 per cent); too disruptive to release personnel (74 per cent). Sambrook (2004) found similar views in her study of eLearning in Welsh SMEs.
Despite research carried out on the benefits of eLearning, the take up in Europe amid SMEs is lacklustre. Slater (2002) outlines how, in order to maximize the effectiveness of their internal and informal learning processes, SMEs may first need to identify those barriers currently in place. Attwell (2003) established that technological advance has not been accompanied by improvements in the pedagogies these platforms facilitate. Also, the cost of server software applications, let alone the difficulties in installing and maintaining server-based systems, is beyond the reach of most SMEs. This leaves them the option of using CD-ROMs, which, although useful in some contexts, do not allow communication between learners, or buying off-theshelf courses from providers operating their own platforms and servers. The limited nature of the material gives little choice or opportunity to SMEs wishing to pursue this form of learning. Brock (2000) points out that SMEs tend to use ICT more as a tool to support organizational tasks like administration and accounting, rather than for formal, internal communications as in larger organizations. However, the size of the firm does not necessarily determine levels of ICT awareness, as very small firms can be highly IT sophisticated (Gray and Lawless, 2000, cited in Sambrook, 2004) . There is evidence in Irish SMEs of increasing proficiency in e-commerce in general, with owner-managers the driving force (Barry and Milner, 2002) . From a European perspective, Oberski and Palomar (2000) found that online courses for managers in SMEs are effective only if there are collaborative links between educational providers and enterprises.
Having briefly outlined existing knowledge, the next section presents our own research study.
Outline of Study and Results
There were two parts to our particular study. The first part involved an in-depth analysis of eLearning in selected Ireland-based high-technology large companies that spanned a range of sectors including: electronics, aerospace, pharmaceutical and medical devices. Sixteen individuals responsible for training in eleven organizations were interviewed. The second part of the study focused on the SME sector. 418 L. Brown et al.
The Large Organization Survey
The survey initially established what each organization's current involvement in eLearning was and how long they had been using eLearning for. Figure 1 shows that 67 per cent of organizations have been using eLearning for some time (greater than five years). It then established their investment plans for eLearning for the next two years, as outlined in Figure 2 . In excess of 90 per cent of respondents indicated that there would be further investment in eLearning. Twenty-five per cent indicated that there would be an investment in in-house development capability and 25 per cent indicated that there would be further investments in infrastructure with 40 per cent of that infrastructural investment in some form of learning management system.
The survey established departmental responsibilities for eLearning. In more than 80 per cent of cases the training and development departments were responsible for the original embedding and the fostering of eLearning within organizations. Again, in the majority of cases, eLearning was both a corporate and a local initiative. Inmost organizations training and development were responsible for the administrative and data management aspects of eLearning. The information technology departments or outside contractors were responsible for technical and technology report -often corporate information technology where the infrastructure was their responsibility. It was a mix of the business units/departments and human resources that typically determined what eLearning content was available. ELearning content was typically paid for by those business units that required it either directly or by some form of central headcount allocation to training and development, which department then paid for the eLearning content. Most organizations indicated that approximately 20 per cent of training was carried out using eLearning (up to 40 per cent in technical skills and as little as 5 per cent in soft skills) and most felt that there would be up to a 25 per cent increase in the amount of training that was planned to be undertaken using eLearning over the next two years. Personal perceptions on benefits and barriers as per a Skillsoft survey (2004) The primary benefits included flexibility (24/7 access), effective consistent delivery of information and the fact that content is up to date. The primary barrier was the delivery environment; 28 per cent felt that, due to motivational issues and interruptions, courses delivered to the desktop were not as effective as those that were undertaken at a dedicated learning centre. Another very interesting finding here was that cost reduction figured as a very important benefit to only 8 per cent of large organizations.
Motivational factors, as suggested by Masie (2001) , and promotional activities that are more likely to lead employees to undertake eLearning courses were then investigated. These are outlined in Figures 5 and 6 .
As a follow up to the study by Garavan and O'Donnell (2003) , a series of subjective perceptions of eLearning were assessed by asking the interviewees to agree/disagree with the statements as outlined in Table 1 .
There was consensus on only one point. All participants agreed that eLearning is more effective when combined with traditional forms of learning i.e. that a 'blended learning' solution is preferred. The survey then established that, if eLearning is to be an integral part of the future of training, what the key factors are and why. The main finding here was that cost reduction/benefit was identified as the single most important factor, which is significantly different from the 8 per cent that currently identified cost as a most important benefit. Figure 7 outlines the findings.
Finally, the survey established whether the organizations and the interviewees were supporters of eLearning. There was a 100 per cent positive response, i.e. in all cases both the interviewee and the organization were supporters of eLearning.
The Small and Medium-Sized Enterprise Survey
For the SME survey, 100 SMEs in five countries across Europe were surveyed, namely Ireland, UK, Sweden, Spain and Poland. The focus was on three selected sectors: component manufacturers (particularly polymers), the food sector and engineering products/sub-supply companies. These particular sectors are faced with growing and relentless competitiveness challenges from both low-cost regions and over-emphasis on low value-adding activities. Again, the focus of the SME survey was on the optimum ICT technologies to use in the delivery of training, bearing in mind the technical, financial and cultural restrictions within the general SME environment. This included pedagogical considerations, communication technologies, network support services and on-the-job facilitation. The results given pertain only to the twenty-one companies in Ireland to facilitate comparative analysis with Irish large organizations. Figures 8 and 9 show that only 20 per cent of respondents (n ¼ 21) have previously participated in internet-based learning courses but of those 50 per cent found them good and 25 per cent found them very good. As outlined in Figure 10 , the main concerns that were highlighted with eLearning courseware were:
1. Lack of immediate response to questions and trainer interactions 2. Concern about lack of personal motivation when left to do on their own.
Comparative Analysis
In terms of involvement in and experience of eLearning it is quite clear that the large organizations are significantly ahead of the small and medium enterprises. All large organization respondents had some involvement in eLearning and 67 per cent have Corporate eLearning 423 been using eLearning for some time (greater than five years). This compares to only 20 per cent of the SMEs that have had any involvement in eLearning. Both the large organizations and the SMEs indicated that there were a number of benefits and pitfalls to eLearning as effective learning. Both groups still considered face-to-face training as preferred in terms of effectiveness over eLearning but all agreed that eLearning would be an integral part of the future of training. The primary barrier from the large organization perspective was the delivery environment, with 28 per cent concerned that, due to motivational issues and interruptions, courses delivered to the desktop were not as effective as those that were undertaken at a dedicated learning centre. The primary barriers from the SME perspective were again the concern about lack of personal motivation when left to complete courses on their own but even more the lack of immediate response to questions and trainer interactions. Within the large organizations, there were significant differences in the responses to whether eLearning is the most important development in training in our lifetime, with 42 per cent somewhat agreeing, 29 per cent somewhat disagreeing and 29 per cent disagreeing totally. What is clear is that eLearning is here both for large and small organizations, it is here to stay, and that there are a number of HRD professionals who have not as yet accepted this. This requires a mindset change among those HRD professionals. It must also be noted that the eLearning is about exploiting the technology to enhance the learning as opposed to using the technology just because it is available. 
Conclusions, Recommendations and the Implications for Human Resource Development
Experience and usage of eLearning technologies and content are significantly higher in the large organizations (usage ¼ 67 per cent 45 years) than the SMEs (usage ¼ 20 per cent total). Both groups agree that eLearning courses are more effective when undertaken in a dedicated learning centre as opposed to being delivered to the desktop, primarily due to a lack of motivation when people are left to undertake the course on their own. Cost is always an issue for the SME; cost is currently not the most important concern for the large organization but will be vital in the future.
The consensus among both the large organizations and the SMEs is that eLearning is more effective when combined with traditional forms of learning and that the future lay in some form of 'blended learning' solution. This has also been borne out in the literature by a number of commentators including Sloman and Reynolds (2003) .
It is clear that changes in the modern workplace and in business processes raise expectations that eLearning will meet HRD needs. The primary benefit of embracing eLearning for organizations is that we can now distribute HRD programmes anywhere, any time and cost-effectively. The implications for HRD professionals is that there is a requirement to accept the use of technology for the benefit of the learner and the learning experience, as opposed to using the technology for the technology's sake, or indeed resisting the use of the technology. The most common denotation of eLearning is specifically use a small 'e' and large 'L' to indicate that the technology is there to support the learning. There is also merit in the argument that the 'e' in eLearning is not electronic learning but rather enhanced learning. This again relates back to the need for a blended solution, where there is a requirement for some traditional face-to-face contact. A key implication for a number of HRD professionals is to embrace the technology to enhance the learning experience as opposed to resisting or ignoring the technology. Roffe (2004) argues that the emerging thinking on the applications of eLearning implies a shift in the importance of the research agenda, away from descriptions and applications of technology-based applications and towards methodologies in learnercentred approaches and critical analysis of eLearning that help the learning processes. Various questions posed by Roffe (2004) include: are the methods suited to support the learning processes? Does the eLearning approach present a strong motivation to learn? Does the learning lead to the desired results? Is the content authentic for the learner?
